
Aim for success, not for perfection. Never give up your right to be wrong, because 
then you lose the ability to learn new things and move forward with your life.

– Dr. David M. Burns

Perfectionism and procrastination go hand in hand; perfection is often what keeps kids 
from starting a project, “Everything has to be perfectly in place before I can begin.”

– Rita Emmett, The Procrastinating Child

Children who have perfectionistic tendencies can have much difficulty functioning in the classroom
because their expectations for themselves are so high that completing or even attempting schoolwork is
hindered.  These children can experience negative consequences such as low self-esteem, guilt, pessimism,
depression, rigidity, obsessiveness, compulsive behaviors, lack of motivation, and a lack of belief in self.
Helping these children cope can be a great struggle for parents and teachers. 

What causes some children to be this way? The National Association of School Psychologists notes,
“Perfectionism appears to result from a combination of innate tendencies and environmental influences.
Some individuals seem inclined toward perfectionism at a very young age and these tendencies can be
exacerbated by how adults respond to them.”  Many of these children have fears of making mistakes, 
of failure, and of not “keeping up” with their peers. They also have “all or nothing” thinking and are 
sensitive to criticism. Many of our gifted children tend to be perfectionists.

Perfectionists often find themselves in a nasty cycle. First, they set unrealistic goals. Secondly, they often
fail to achieve the goals because they were unrealistic to begin with. Third, because of their self-imposed
desire to be perfect, they add pressure on themselves, become stressed and fatigued, and eventually all of
this reduces productivity and effectiveness. Finally, this vicious cycle can cause these children to be very
self-critical and self-blaming, resulting in lower self-esteem and possible anxiety and depression.
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• Perfectionism: What’s Bad About Being Too Good?

            



1. Parents need not take all the blame for having children who are perfectionists. Yes, some are guilty of 
having too high expectations of their children, but many children are born with certain temperaments 
that lean them towards having perfectionistic tendencies.

2. Parents and teachers need to help these children set realistic goals.
3. Encourage the child to set short-term goals. Celebrate the small achievements on their way to their 

long-term goals.
4. Have children focus on the process, not the end result. They need to learn to “enjoy” learning.
5. Discourage their “all or nothing” thinking. It is ok to finish in second place.
6. Teach them strategies to learn how to deal with criticism. Small group counseling and social skills 

training can help.
7. Have the child reward himself when he isn’t perfect. For example, when Sam makes a mistake, he 

gives himself a piece of sugarless gum.
8. Parents should not compare their perfectionist child with his/her siblings.
9. Avoid saying things like this. “You only finished third!  You should have won,” or “You got a B in 

math, you should have gotten an A.”
10. Have the child sign a contract “not to be perfect.”
11. Have the child plan and schedule off-duty activities. For instance, Shameka will schedule time each 

day to go for a bike ride and/or she’ll attend soccer practice three times a week.
12. Train the child in “thought stopping.” This involves teaching the child to be assertive with herself 

when she begins to get too stressed out. She will tell herself to “Stop!”  She can stand up, stretch, take 
a deep breath, or go for a short walk.

13. Encourage the child to forgive himself for his mistakes.
14. Work with the child to set strict time limits. Say, “Ryan, thirty minutes is the maximum time to spend 

on this project tonight.”
15. Teach the child how to be a “good loser.”  Help Henry accept not winning and encourage him to 

congratulate the winner.
16. Teachers and parents should use humor to help these children to relax and ease up on themselves.
17. Praise their effort, not their grade.  Instead of saying, “Alice, way to go, you got an A,” say, “Alice you 

worked real hard on that project.”
18. Do not over praise these children.
19. Have discussions with the child. Ask him, “How does your perfectionism affect other parts of your 

life, such as your relationship with friends and family?”
20. Teachers might make a habit of marking correct answers on their tests instead of marking the 

wrong answers.
21. Discuss your own and the child’s strengths and weaknesses. Emphasize that no one is superior in 

all areas.
22. Have the child keep a journal in which he/she logs in what areas of life he/she tries to be perfect, and 

what happens before and after instances of perfectionism.
23. Encourage the child to prioritize and decide which activities deserve maximum energy and which 

activities are less important.
24. Model and encourage saying, “I don’t know.”
25. When you make a mistake, share it with the child. “Look Sylvia, I made two wrong turns in the 

maze puzzle.”

Strategies
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